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The global study of higher education appears to be experiencing a paradox. On one hand,
there is growing research on internationalization efforts of college campuses, comparative
studies, a focus on non-Western nations, and an emphasis on the impact of globalization on
higher education (Tight 2012b). Yet, scholars have also admonished research related to
international higher education for having a narrowed Western scope and reinforcing
methodological nationalism (Shahjahan and Kezar 2013; Tight 2014). We argue that academic
journals are at the center of this paradox because of their role in knowledge dissemination. The
purpose of this study is to examine discourses that are created by higher education journals
regarding internationalization within the field. We ask the research questions: How are
discourses on international higher education and internationalization in higher education
presented in higher education journals? What discourses of criticality are present or absent
regarding international higher education and internationalization in higher education?
Critical Paradigm
This study utilizes a critical paradigm to investigate research on internationalization in
higher education. Criticality as a theoretical worldview emphasizes the deconstruction and
critique of social institutions as well as the transformation of institutions and emancipation of
people for the outcome of social justice (Crotty 1998). This paradigm defines reality and
knowledge as socially constructed entities influenced by political, historical, cultural, and
economic factors as well as societal power relations (Guba and Lincoln 1994). A tenet of the
critical worldview is that knowledge is not value free or objective, meaning that research inquiry
reflects researchers’ social positioning, values, and agenda (Pring 2000). Critical research
promotes transforming the status quo, rectifying injustices and inequities, and understanding
power relations to illuminate oppression, exploitation, and marginalization (Crotty 1998; Giroux
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2011).
Our study examines whether and how a critical orientation is addressed in contemporary
research on international higher education. We recognize the multiplicity of approaches that can
be included under the “critical” label (Baez, 2007). While this term may be contested, some form
of conceptual operationalization is necessary. Consequently, our focus is on whether issues of
inequality are explicitly articulated, how power differences are addressed, and whether an
emancipatory agenda or the interruption of oppression is explicitly discussed (Crotty, 1998;
Baez, 2007). The question of criticality is central to comparative and international higher
education. As Tikly and Bond (2013) explained, in the context of international education
research, criticality is manifested through explicit references to colonialism and by an alignment
with postcolonial and decolonial thought. From this perspective, critical research entails not only
acknowledging the impact of colonization but, most importantly, providing a critique of how
knowledge production and academic standards normalize and reinforce Western oppression and
ways of knowing (Stein and Andreotti, 2017). Without this intentionality, higher education
researchers and journals fail to recognize the implicit and embedded values assessment within
processes deemed neutral in the pursuit of empirical knowledge development and dissemination.
Through critical discourse analysis, we explore the orientation of higher education research
towards equity and inclusivity and challenge the perception of international higher education
research and its distribution through academic journals as values neutral.
Literature Review
Several articles have explored research production among scholars of international
education. Among these studies it is possible to identify two clusters. The first includes
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bibliography-based approaches with a main focus on international education. The second
comprises studies aimed at identifying general trends or establishing the state of the field.
Bibliography-based Studies
While peer-reviewed studies of research production are limited, those on international
higher education are even scarcer. There are two articles (Raby 2007; Easton 2014) that focus
on a bibliographic approach to single journal analysis.
Raby (2007) analyzed 50 years of annual bibliographies for Comparative Education
Review (CER). The analysis reviewed trends over time organized by five thematic elements: “(a)
changing structure of bibliographies over time, (b) devaluation of theoretical/methodological
articles, (c) change in geographical regions, (d) thematic representation, and (e) unique features
of the 2006 bibliography” (Raby 2007, 379-380). This analysis was not focused on higher
education literature, but on the broader field of comparative and international education.
Raby (2007) found there was a decline in the number of articles focused on theory and/or
methodology. There has also been a growth in the number of geographic regions emphasized,
but this growth has been uneven in coverage. The trends have been reflective of larger
sociohistorical and geopolitical concerns. For example, the Soviet Union was a bigger focus in
the 1960s and 1970s, whereas the Middle East and North Africa has grown in recent years. This
is important given that broader contexts do influence choices of where to study, what to study,
what gets funded, and what gets published; yet, there has been little critical analysis of these
trends. Raby (2007) also looked at a variety of themes that were largely value-neutral. However,
she did identify studies that focused on issues such as gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, and
sexuality. These areas potentially indicate a less values-neutral approach to scholarship, but there
was no deeper analysis other than a descriptive count of types of articles.
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Easton (2014) also reviewed CER bibliographies to define what is included and what the
criteria for inclusion are or should be. His analysis revealed a broadening of scope over time and
an over-emphasis on Europe and Russia in geographic coverage. From 1979 to 2013, articles on
Europe and Russia accounted for over one-third of all articles, with no other region approaching
half that number. Easton noted that new categories have grown rapidly, including gender and
sexuality, ethnicity, race, and class. However, he did not evaluate what value orientation or
paradigm informed these studies.
General Trends Studies
Tight (2007) compared research published in English language journals focusing on
North American journals (U.S. and Canada) and non-North American sources. Tight (2007)
identified that very few studies published in the North American journals had an international
focus. He made the observation, “North American higher education researchers (but most
particularly those based in the United States) tend to write without reference to anything - policy,
experience, publications - coming from outside North America” (Tight 2007, 247). This
observation provides support to the rationale for conducting the present study.
In a study comparing international higher education journals in 2000 and 2010, Tight
(2012a) identified that in 2000, the number of internationally-oriented studies was 6%. However,
in the 2010 sample this percentage doubled. Tight identified that higher education research was
going through a rapid process of internationalization, even though this was primarily evident in
non-North American journals. In a different study, Tight (2013) focused on theoretical and
methodological approaches in higher education research. Tight identified that North American
journals tend to publish studies focused on student experiences relying on multivariate
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quantitative methods. On the other hand, internationally-oriented studies tend to focus on policy
and generally rely on document analysis.
The studies discussed demonstrate a significant divide between North American and nonNorth American journals. North American journals tend to be “particularly inward looking”
(Tight, 2012a, 736). In contrast, journals outside the U.S. have internationalized vastly and
rapidly in recent years.
Methods
We utilize critical discourse analysis (CDA), which centers on language as a form of
social practice and how issues of power, equality, and dominance are reproduced in texts
(Wodak 1995; van Dijk 2008). Through CDA, we analyze the discourse(s) present in scholarship
on international higher education as well as consider how leading higher education journals
shape discourse within this area of research.
Search Procedures and Sample
The data sources are articles published between 2000-2016 from four of the most highly
indexed higher education journals. Two of these journals are U.S.-based (Journal of Higher
Education, Research in Higher Education) and two are international (Higher Education, Studies
in Higher Education). We selected these journals because of their strong reputation, indicating
the powerful role they have in creating scholarly discourse within the field. We selected the
timeframe to focus on contemporary discourse.
We use Knight’s (2003) definition of the internationalization of higher education to
guide our CDA, “Internationalisation at the national, sector, and institutional levels is defined as
the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose,
functions or delivery of post-secondary education” (p. 2). This broad definition allowed us to
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develop a comprehensive literature search that fit within the scope of the study using a set of
inclusion criteria. The use of inclusion/exclusion criterion reflects a purposive sampling
technique, which aligns with the process of systematic inquiry (Saini and Shlonsky 2012). The
inclusion criteria included articles that (1) were published in one of the four aforementioned
journals (2) was published between 2010-2016 (3) could be retrieved by searching each of the
journals’ databases using 13 search terms (comparative higher education; internationalization;
globalization; international development; cross-border; international partnerships; Global North;
Global South; First World; Third World; developing countries; developed countries). This led to
887 articles being retrieved (Higher Education = 660, Journal of Higher Education = 65,
Research in Higher Education = 125, Studies in Higher Education = 37). Next, we excluded
article duplicates, book reviews, and editorials, which led to 43 manuscripts being removed. We
then reviewed titles of the remaining 844 articles to ensure they focused on international higher
education/internationalization of higher education. This led to 488 additional articles being
excluded. Articles were removed if titles focused on the local context of one country’s higher
education system (e.g., historically underrepresented students in U.S. higher education,
developing a research university in China) or emphasized higher education broadly with no
mention of an international context (e.g., massification in universities, academic pedagogies).
Next, we reviewed abstracts of the remaining 356 articles. This led to an additional 36 articles
being excluded for lacking an international focus.
From the literature search, 320 articles were retrieved that met the inclusion criteria and
focused on international higher education/internationalization of higher education. This includes
276 articles from Higher Education, 10 articles from Journal of Higher Education, 14 articles
from Research in Higher Education, and 20 articles from Studies in Higher Education.
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Data Analysis
We first read each article and summarized the purpose, country context, year of
publication, framework(s), methods (if applicable), and key findings. We also reviewed the
websites of the four journals to capture the scope and nature of each. Next, we created a checklist
that all team members used to analyze the articles’ vocabulary, concepts used, and overall
content. The checklist included questions such as: How does the article provide a critique of
internationalization, international higher education, or globalization? How are concepts of
power, privilege, domination, marginalization, hegemony, or inequality discussed at an
organizational/institutional level? Does the article make recommendations for change that
increases equity, diversity, or inclusivity? For each article, team members responded to each
question, providing evidence from the article to support any claims made. Next, we considered
how the individual articles within a journal created or was missing a common discourse that
engaged criticality in international higher education. Team members wrote memos for each
journal summarizing the overall discourse within the journal based upon the articles reviewed
and the scope/nature of the journal. These memos were used to develop the findings for each
journal. During this process, themes and patterns across the four journals also emerged.
Findings
The findings are organized by each of the four journals. Within each section, we present
an overview of the scope of the journal regarding international higher education, the composition
of articles within the journal, an analysis of the articles’ engagement with the topic of
internationalization in higher education, and an analysis of the criticality of the articles. All
overview information presented about the journals (e.g., scope, editorial board composition) is a
cross-sectional snapshot of information captured in February or March of 2017.
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Higher Education
Higher Education has an international scope and encourages the submission of articles
from all over the world (Springer 2015). Except for one coordinating editor and two advisory
board members, all other editors and board members are from countries in the Global North,
with over 50% located in English speaking countries – U.S., U.K., Australia, and Canada
(Springer n.da).
Composition of articles. We identified 276 articles from Higher Education. Regarding
the geographic focus of the content of the articles, 63 covered countries in Asia, 63 covered
European countries, 28 covered U.S. and Canada, and 16 covered Australia and New Zealand.
Studies on countries in Latin America and Africa constituted 11 articles for each of these regions
and seven articles focused on the Middle East. Although Asia had a large share of the articles,
most of the research either focused on developed areas in Asia such as Japan, Singapore, Hong
Kong, and South Korea (e.g., Jon, Lee and Byun 2014; Huang 2016) or emerging economies
such as China and India (e.g., Feng 2013; Carnoy, Froumin, Loyalka and Tilak 2014). A
noticeable trend was a rise in articles focusing on higher education in Asia, especially East Asia,
in the last six years. Still, the majority of the articles in the journal focused on countries in the
Global North and even when focusing on countries in the Global South, the articles often had a
North-South comparison (e.g., McBurnie and Ziguras 2001; Marginson 2015).
Internationalization focus. The concept of internationalization is only explicitly defined
in 10% of the articles. For example, Horn, Hendel, and Fry (2012) state that internationalization
is a “multidimensional process permeating the instruction, research, service, and administrative
activities of an institution in response to the complex challenges of globalization and an
increasingly multicultural world” (163). Kauppinen (2012) defines internationalization in terms

CRITICALITY IN INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH

10

of different international activities such as study abroad programs, international student
recruitment, staff mobility, establishment of branch campuses, and global partnerships between
institutions. Although there was no uniform way in which authors defined the concept of
internationalization, most described internationalization as a change process. For example,
Teichler (2004) defines internationalization as “substantial changes in the context and inner life
of higher education relative to an increasing frequency of border-crossing activities amidst a
persistence of national systems” (22). Jones and Oleksiyenko (2011) call internationalization “a
change process from a national HEI into an international HEI” (42). Finally, Yonezawa and
Shimmi, (2015) view it as a “transformation of university governance” (176). Each of these
definitions consider the internationalization of higher education to emphasize movement, change,
and/or transformation, which all illustrate it as an active process, rather than a static goal.
Most articles concentrate on one or two aspects of internationalization such as student
mobility (e.g., González, Mesanza and Mariel 2011; Paltridge, Mayson and Schapper 2014),
cross-border or transnational education (e.g., Grange 2003; Wilkins and Huisman 2012) or
international collaborations/partnerships (e.g., Hoffman et al. 2014). Some articles discuss
internationalization by its affiliation with globalization and view it as a driver of changes within
the national higher education system, such as increased marketization and the rise of private
institutions (e.g., Mok 2005; Marginson 2007).
The most cited goal of higher education internationalization emphasized global
competition and prestige (e.g., Slaughter and Cantwell 2012), closely followed by revenue
generation and economic growth (e.g., Forbes-Mewett and Nyland 2013). A few discuss
international cooperation, although these articles are mostly Europe-centric or emphasize NorthNorth research networks. For example, Teichler (2004) advocates for international collaborations
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and knowledge transfer and argues that while structural differences between nations can be a
barrier to productive cooperation, they can also be beneficial. Teichler (2004) states, “they
[international higher education collaborations] offer the opportunity for mobile and otherwise
cooperating partners to learn from an environment which is in contrast from that at home” (18).
However, his research focus is mostly on European countries, rather than more diverse
collaborations across regions of the world. Improved quality of education and capacity building
are also cited goals of internationalization, especially when focusing on transnational or crossborder education (e.g., McBurnie and Ziguras 2001; Grange 2003).
Criticality of articles. Of the 276 articles analyzed, 102 used a critical lens or framework
to engage international higher education issues. These articles emphasized diverse themes
including the neoliberal influence on education policies and subsequent marketization and
privatization of higher education (e.g., Polster 2000; Ding and Levin 2007), unequal access to
college (e.g., Horie 2002), and the role of international organizations in perpetuating an ideology
that does not acknowledge the cultural and historical context of a country’s higher education
system (e.g., Kempner and Loureiro 2002; Välimaa and Nokkala 2014). For example, Polster
(2000) criticizes government and institutional policies that encourage academics to seek patents
and produce knowledge that serves the corporate interest, rather than the public interest. Collins
and Rhodes (2010) are critical of the neoliberal and neocolonial influence of the World Bank in
reproducing wealthy nations' hegemony through higher education policies. Similarly, Kempner
and Loureiro (2002) critique international agencies for treating all developing countries in the
same way and applying the same solutions in an effort to solve their problems. Grange (2003)
suggests that international higher education partnerships can be likened to a form of colonization
that has the more influential partner pushing its own agenda. Most of these articles critique issues
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at a country/regional or institutional level and generally examines the inequalities perpetuated by
the global market in higher education (e.g., Kempner and Loureiro 2002), the predominance of
English language (e.g., Torres-Olave, 2012), and how power differences benefit some countries’
higher education systems, but not others (e.g., Marginson 2007).
A major theme within the critically-focused articles was the hegemony of neoliberal
discourse. Some scholars named neo-liberalism as a tool to maintain the status quo amongst
nations and within countries, criticizing the role supranational organizations play in
implementing education policies, such as privatization of higher education, which favor the
interests of the capitalist class and perpetuates inequalities (e.g., Torres and Schugurensky, 2002;
Collins and Rhoads, 2010). However, not all articles containing the neoliberal framework are
critical in nature. Some discuss neoliberalism and marketization, but there is an absence of
discussion around equality and access to higher education. For example, while Buckner (2016)
claims to apply a cultural lens to her analysis, there is no mention of the role that race and class
play in developing the culture that leads to a particular worldview regarding higher education.
Similarly, Lo (2016) discusses neoliberalism but does not talk about interests, agendas, or who
benefits and who is marginalized from such an ideology.
Journal of Higher Education
The Journal of Higher Education publishes scholarship from “a wide variety of
theoretical perspectives and disciplinary orientations” (Taylor & Francis Online, 2017a).
Although it welcomes comparative and international scholarship, it requires these articles to have
“clear connections to the U.S. context” (Taylor & Francis Online, 2017a). In line with this U.S.
focus, the editorial board consists of scholars from only U.S. universities.
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Composition of articles. We identified 10 articles from the Journal of Higher Education.
Although the journal is U.S.-focused, only two articles on international higher education solely
focused on the U.S. context (Zhao, Kuh and Carini 2005; Kim, Wolf-Wendel and Twombly
2011). The rest included non-U.S. higher education systems as a comparative context of which
two focused on Canada (Davies and Hammack 2005; Metcalfe 2010), one on Australia (Marsh,
Rowe and Martin 2002), and one on Europe (Huisman, Weert and Bartelese 2002). Four articles
did not focus on a specific country context, but discussed internationalization broadly (e.g., Scott
2006; Walker 2009). Only the four articles that focused on internationalization broadly also
consider countries in the Global South. For example, Marginson (2016) compares the world’s
largest nations (by population) on the proportion of their population living in urban areas and
their gross tertiary enrollment ratio. Thereby this article discussed countries in all parts of the
world.
Internationalization focus. Only four of the ten articles explicitly define
internationalization in higher education. The authors of these articles discuss internationalization
as a process of increasing interdependence between countries. For example, Ayers and
Palmadessa (2015) state, “Today’s dominant social imaginary reflects an increasing sense of
global interdependence” (864). Similarly Scott (2006) mentions interdependence, “The 21st
century is rapidly heading toward a globalization stage. As the body of nation-states becomes
increasingly interdependent, another university mission is arising” (6).
There was a difference in how internationalization was discussed in articles that engaged
a critical lens versus articles that did not. For example, in articles that used a critical lens,
internationalization is framed in terms of how it creates challenges. Ayers and Palmadessa
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(2015) discuss the concept of global interdependence and immediately connect this definition to
the problems that result from this process:
Today’s dominant social imaginary reflects an increasing sense of global
interdependence, which raises complex problems for policy actors embedded within
local, state, or national policy making bodies. (864)
Additionally, Walker (2009) reflects on internationalization by highlighting the role of time,
“academic capitalism is premised on faculty and students both justifying their use of time and
seeking to outsmart it” (Walker 2009, 485). Walker (2009) states that previous research on the
internationalization of higher education focused on the changing demands of the knowledge
economy and less on the “temporal ramifications of global capitalism” (484). To gain a better
understanding of how globalization impacts higher education, she argues, it is essential to take
into consideration the role of time in academic capitalism.
Criticality of articles. Of the ten articles, four used a critical lens to examine the
internationalization of higher education. The other articles examine internationalization as a
process, but refrain from stating how this process is disadvantaging some and privileging others.
While the exportation of the American university model was widely discussed, only the four
critical articles questioned the assumed positive impact of adopting the American model of
higher education. For example, Scott (2006) questions the desirability of using the American
model and whether internationalization is beneficial to the local context.
Another theme across the critical articles is whether universities exhibit autonomy in their
organization and administration. For example, Ayers and Palmadessa (2015) argue that
community colleges have “appropriated a discourse in which economic activity at the global
scale transcends regulation, the nation-state lacks the moral authority to influence markets, and
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local communities are forced to adapt” (867). Thus, suggesting that community colleges are
controlled by global market systems. While the six less critically-centered articles seem to accept
the process of internationalization and how it shapes higher education, in the other four articles, a
clear critique is made regarding global processes and the local communities that are subjected to
these global processes.
Additionally, the four more critically-centered articles illustrated how institutions were
impacted by neo-liberalism and global capitalism. For example, Walker (2009) states that
international higher education research is mostly centered on institutions, and less so on the
influence of global capitalism,
While researchers in higher education have sought to understand how globalization
impacts upon academia, they have tended to focus less on the temporal ramifications of
global capitalism. Instead, the focus has generally been on how the changing demands of
the knowledge economy affect the character and purpose of higher education institutions.
(484)
Walker shows in her analysis that concepts of power, privilege, domination, marginalization,
hegemony, and inequality in higher education become apparent when discussed on a global
level.
The four critical articles also discussed inequality and marginalization on an individual
level. However, while these articles touched upon some of the implications for individual
students (e.g., Marginson 2016) and faculty (e.g. Ayers and Palmadessa 2015), no clear
recommendations were made as to how to engage in specific actions that would lessen negative
outcomes related to the internationalization of higher education on individuals.
Research in Higher Education

CRITICALITY IN INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH

16

Research in Higher Education provides an invitation for “studies outside the United
States that are of interest to the readership” (Springer, n.db). Of the forty-one members of the
journal’s review board, thirty-seven represent U.S.-based universities (Springer, n.dc).
International board members represent the countries of Macau, Oman, Taiwan, and Zimbabwe.
Composition of articles. Our literature search rendered 14 articles. Ten had a U.S. or
Western Europe focus (e.g., Garcia-Aracil 2008; Luo and Jamieson-Drake 2015). Three of the
four articles represented countries in the Global South, including: Chile (Farías and Sevilla,
2015), Lebanon (McCabe, Feghali and Abdallah 2008), and Malaysia (Shafaei and Razak 2016).
One article was a bibliographic map of research on international higher education, representing
countries around the world (Kuzhabekova, Hendel and Chapman 2015).
Internationalization focus. Although many of the articles reviewed referenced
internationalization in the narrative, there were no articles that specifically defined either this
term. However, higher education was frequently referred to, directly and indirectly, as a globally
competitive marketplace and a modern day reality suitable for discussion and attention.
Many of the articles lacked concrete recommendations for future research or practice
with respect to the broader impact of internationalization on higher education. For example,
Kuzhabekova et al. (2015) recommend increased research beyond individual country borders to
remain competitive in a global marketplace, but stop short of offering any tangible steps for
researchers or methods by which to consider cross-national research. Additionally,
Mamiseishvili and Rosser (2010) suggest U.S. institutions are not fully recognizing the talents of
international faculty and should promote inclusivity. Yet the authors do not provide any concrete
steps for how an institution can endeavor to attract more international faculty.
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Criticality of articles. Only three articles approached the topic of internationalization of
higher education with a critical lens. For example, Taylor and Cantwell (2015) discuss the
impact of internationalization on the U.S. and the challenges associated with global competition
for students. Each of the three articles also paid specific attention to the local country context
with respect to the impact of internationalization on the higher education system.
Shafaei and Razak (2016) take perhaps the most critical view of internationalization in
their discussion of the internal struggle of international postgraduate students regarding ethnic
identity and the host society. The article focuses on how perceived stereotypes influence
psychological and sociocultural adaptation of identity. It underscores the need to consider factors
related to cross-cultural adaptation for international students as well as the unanticipated impacts
of internationalization in higher education.
Studies in Higher Education
Studies in Higher Education is described on its website as “a leading international
journal” in the field of higher education (Taylor & Francis Online, 2017b). Regional
representations in the editorial advisory board is broad; nine members have institutional
affiliations in Europe, four in Asia, two in Africa, three in North America, two in Australia/
Oceania, and one in South America (Taylor & Francis Online, 2017c).
Composition of articles. Twenty articles were identified from Studies in Higher
Education. Articles focused on higher education systems from around the world: Taiwan,
Sweden, Australia, Malaysia, Singapore, South Africa, Brazil, Spain, Cyprus, Germany, Sweden,
the United States, and Canada. However, most countries represented reflected the Global North.
Internationalization focus. Internationalization, while often central to these articles, was
widely interpreted. Traditional definitions, such as student mobility and international projects,
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were often rooted in Canada-based scholar Jane Knight’s (2003; 2008) definition of
internationalization (e.g., Tadaki and Tremewan, 2013; Hou 2014), and interpreted as a positive
force to improve societies and economies (Rumbley, Stanfield and de Gayardon 2014).
Internationalization and international higher education were also defined as: a form of trade or
export (Blackmore 2009; Smith 2014); de-regulation and marketization (Hemsley-Brown 2013);
Westernization (Powell and Solga 2010); competition (Postiglione 2013); and the East-West
transfer of students (Wang Harding and Mai 2012).
Of articles that made recommendations to increase global engagement and equity,
recommendations were often broad and vague, lacking tangible next steps for future researchers
and practitioners. This was evidenced at the individual, institutional, regional, and international
levels (e.g, Papastephanou 2005; Postiglione 2013; Rumbley et al. 2014). For example,
Papastephanou (2005), recommends critical thinking and involved educators to combat elitist
higher education trends, but provides no details on how this can be thoughtfully adapted to
classrooms for educators. Rumbley et al. (2014) suggest that “connecting peers of researchers
and educators” (1294) can increase knowledge transmission and promote improved cross-border
collaborations, yet fails to explain how this might be achieved.
Criticality of articles. Of the 20 articles, half used a critical lens. This divide appears to
reflect geographic lines. For example, researchers with Western institutional affiliation (U.S.,
U.K., Australia, and Canada), as well as Hong Kong were often authors on articles without a
critical lens. More critical articles conversely represented authors with a much broader
geographic spread in terms of institutional affiliation including Malaysia, Singapore, South
Africa, Brazil, Cyprus, Spain, Sweden, and Germany.
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Articles that were less critical-focused either failed to explore power dynamics within
international higher education or suggested the presence of a power imbalance, but did not
directly explore it. For example, at the individual level Wang et al. (2012) advocate for
international student adaptation in Western institutions. At the regional level, Postiglione (2013)
suggest the successes of Hong Kong universities, when compared to mainland China, were in
part the result of modeling their system after Western styles of education, but failed to explore
this as a potentially hegemonic influence. Smith (2014) evaluated the experiences of Western
faculty in non-Western universities, but failed to acknowledge the ways in which gender and
Western status shape those experiences.
More critical articles often critiqued neo-liberalism (e.g., Blackmore 2009), the
commodification of higher education (e.g., Hill, Cheong, Leong and Fernandez-Chung 2014),
and the influence of Western higher education on the rest of the world (e.g., Powell and Solga,
2010; Doiz, Lasagabaster and Sierra 2013). Blackmore (2009), for example, was highly critical
of the role neo-liberalism and marketization play in higher education since it, “assumes and
encourages the view that students know what they want” (860), elevating student course
evaluations while marginalizing teachers whose professions are being reduced to measurable
outputs. Hill et al. (2014) describe transnational education as a commodity, while critically
exploring the continued preference in Malaysian universities towards UK institutions.
Additionally, Doiz et al. (2013) consider hegemony through the homogenization of English in
the Basque Country and throughout the world, and its threat to “linguistic diversity” (1419).
Discussion
The four journals that we investigated have a strong reputation in higher education
research, which allows them to influence discourses shaping the field. Our analysis focused on
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how these journals portray internationalization in higher education through the articles they
publish. We specifically focused on whether and how these articles utilized a critical lens that
would bring issues of power and equity to the forefront. Our analysis revealed themes across the
journals and articles.
The first is a strong Western focus across all four journals in terms of institutional
affiliations of editorial boards and authors as well as the geographic orientation of the articles’
content. For example, 89% of the members of editorial boards across the journals have
institutional affiliations from the United States, Europe, Canada or Australia/New Zealand. The
dominance of Western scholars within journal leadership has subsequent consequences for
journal content as Murphy and Zhu (2012) explain in their study of neo-colonialism in academic
journals, “editorial boards are at the strategic center of the journal community; they influence the
interests of the journal, the networks of reviewers, the selection of special issue topics, etc.”
(924). The authors argue that by diversifying editorial boards, there would be a “cascading
effect” that would create greater diversity and inclusiveness in published articles’ authors and
content (Murphy and Zhu 2012).
While slightly more diverse, there is still a narrowed geographic affiliation of first
authors within the four journals (72% from U.S., Canada, Europe, Australia/New Zealand). In
Studies in Higher Education, we found that authors using a more critical lens in their research
were more often from non-Western institutions. While we cannot assert causation, other scholars
have similarly found limited engagement with critical or alternative frameworks within North
American higher education journals (Tight 2007) and within top-tier higher education journals
(Tight 2012b). Tight (2012b) explains, “higher education research can be rather ‘conservative’ in
its approach – more concerned with practices and their improvement, rather than with seeking to
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challenge the underlying structures and advance alternative positions” (192). Furthermore,
although the massification and internationalization of higher education is expanding options for
tertiary education throughout the world (Zeleza 2012), we saw less than one-third of articles
focused on non-Western nations. When non-Western nations were disaggregated, most were still
developed nations. The lack of representation of research focused on non-Western, nondeveloped countries or published by researchers from these regions may reflect a larger centerperiphery dynamic within higher education. Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley (2009) argue that
universities globally are characterized by either being at the center or periphery based upon
factors such as rankings, quality, research production, and wealth. North American and European
universities are often considered at the center and are treated as academic models throughout the
world (Altbach et al. 2009). The geographic composition of editorial boards, authors, and content
of articles reviewed in this study appear to parallel this dynamic. Thus, placing non-Western and
non-developed nations at the periphery in terms of their representation in research.
The concept of internationalization is complex and challenging to define within higher
education given the need for researchers to apply it to diverse country contexts and university
systems (Knight 2003). While we selected articles for their focus on internationalization within
higher education, we found that the majority of articles did not explicitly define
internationalization. When articles did describe the concept, it was often discussed as a change
process within higher education that can positively improve universities. However, articles that
had a more critical emphasis did tend to illustrate how internationalization could foster both
positive and negative outcomes for higher education institutions, while less critical articles
tended to emphasize solely the positive. For example, a major theme in how internationalization
was discussed within articles was as a force that better positioned higher education within the

CRITICALITY IN INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH

22

global marketplace and that created greater prestige for individual universities. Yet, articles with
a critical lens would also often critique this outcome as a driver of neo-liberalism that weakens
the role of higher education as a public good. One reason for this distinction may align with
Brandenburg and de Wit’s (2011) argument that the goal of internationalization within higher
education has become the standard or norm, rather than an innovation. Thus, scholarship using a
critical lens (which seeks to challenge the status quo) would in turn be more likely to challenge
the “new normal” of internationalization as having predominantly beneficial outcomes.
Additionally, while all of the journals tended to have articles focused broadly on macro-level
systems (e.g., region, nation, institution), articles with a critical lens more often also focused on
micro-level systems such as unequal power dynamics for individuals within an institution or the
impact of initiatives on the local community context.
Although education is an applied field, across journals we found that implications for
practice lacked specificity. This is a particularly important finding for articles that were more
critical in nature, given that a critical worldview is change-oriented and action-focused (Crotty
1998). While implications in these articles called for social change and greater equity in
educational systems and power structures, authors often did not provide concrete action steps for
engaging in recommended practices. Higher education scholarship has been criticized for its lack
of emphasis on practical application and a disconnect between theory/research and practice
(Bensimon 2007; Reason and Kimball 2012). Because the journals we analyzed are traditional
research outlets, they may be less concerned with the application of findings. However, we argue
that the expectation of including explicit and comprehensive implications for action should be
invoked, particularly for articles engaging a critical worldview, given the transformative nature
and purpose of that paradigm.
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Implications
The journals we investigated help set the tone for what is deemed valuable and relevant
higher education research. Yet, the articles we analyzed frequently failed to address power and
hegemony that are embedded in existing higher education systems and partnerships, and it is
prudent for editorial boards to hold themselves and their authors accountable to acknowledging
and addressing such issues in our field. We believe editorial boards should make greater effort to
add critical components to the scope of their respective journals, or perhaps have a special issue
dedicated to critical issues in international higher education. To this end, we recognize the
important role that reviewers play as gatekeepers of published research. Reviewers and members
of editorial boards, including the authors of this article, need to recognize our roles in either
reinforcing or interrupting Western epistemic dominance through our service activities. Stein
(2017) argues eloquently that contemporary educational institutions are based on a
colonial/modern imaginary. Such imaginary determines not only what is valuable and desirable,
from a peer-review perspective, but also what is possible (Stein & Andreotti, 2017). Authors,
reviewers, and editors may need to reflect on our assumptions of what counts as knowledge and
the origins of these assumptions.
Given the narrow geographic representation of articles across journals, we recommend
editors make greater effort to include authors and articles from underrepresented regions. For
example, providing a special issue focusing on specific regions would highlight parts of the
world that are underrepresented in these journals. Additionally, training editorial board members
and reviewers to be more conscientious of submissions from scholars for which English is not
the primary language may help address disparities in regional representation.
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Rather than contributing to the divide between research and practice, we urge editorial
boards to encourage authors to make clearer connections to the practical implications of their
research and, as appropriate, provide recommendations correlated to their research results.
Although this ultimately is the responsibility of the author(s), the editorial board is responsible
for establishing publication guidelines and setting a journal’s tone.
Based on the findings of this study, we suggest that scholars move beyond using
internationalization as a buzzword and start using explicit definitions of this concept. The term
internationalization has become a loaded term that is often poorly defined (Brandenburg and de
Wit 2011). By explicitly defining it, authors will demonstrate the complexity of the concept as
well as clarify assumptions associated with it, enabling a more specific and thoughtful analysis
of internationalization and its impact.
Lastly, we suggest authors dedicate more space to describing how their findings inform
higher education policy and action. Though the more critical scholarship took into consideration
both the global and individual implications of internationalization, they often remained vague
about policy implications or what action is required. The need for stronger implications for
policy and practice may require collaboration between scholars and practitioners, non-academics
and research participants. Recommendations for action, however, can be reimagined in ways that
go beyond policy recommendations; we also need to identify actions of resistance, healing,
organizing, and imagining (e.g. Shahjahan, 2014; Shahjahan et al., 2017). This can create better
understanding of the context in which internationalization and injustice take place and inform
research practice that is meaningful to current higher education systems.
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